
1. Introduction. This study describes a syntactic derivation of Latin so-called ‘passive 

supine’ (PS) from the (passive) perfect participle (PartP), and shows how this derivation can 

shed light on some facets of Romance tough-constructions (TCs).  

2. An underlying representation. The Latin PS is indeed the merger of the ‘third stem’ (e.g., 

dict- for the verb dic-o ‘to say’; see Aronoff 1994:35-37), with the ablative case-ending -u 

proper to the IV declension class (cf. Ernout 1953:231). The PS is typically used in TCs: 

(1)   id                         [[facile               dict-u]                      est]. 

       that.NOM.N.SG.   easy.NOM.N.SG.   say-SUP.ABL.SG.   be.3SG. 

         ‘that is easy to say’. 

Consider now (2): 

(2)   [id          dicere]             facile                     est. 

       that.NOM.N.SG.  say-INF.ACT.    easy.NOM.N.SG.   be.3SG. 

         ‘to say that is easy’ 

Two thematic relationships can be singled out here: i. facile assigns the property of being easy 

to id dicere (‘to say that’), so that facile qualifies as the predicate of id dicere, and the latter as 

the subject of predication of facile; ii. id is the theme of dicere. These relationships 

correspond to precise syntactic configurations: (ii) is mapped to [VP V° [XP]], while (i) is 

mapped to the SC “[SC [id dicere] [facile]]” (see Moro 1997). Accordingly, we take (2) to be 

derived from (3): 

(3) [TP __ [TP T° [ F1° … F2° … [SC [id dicere] [facile]]]]]. 

Now, both (i) and (ii) are present in (1) (in the sense that, on the one hand, id is interpreted as 

the theme of the action of saying denoted by dictu and, on the other hand, the property of 

being easy applies to such action; cf. Hicks 2009:537-540), despite the fact that no constituent 

of the form [V° [XP]] shows up in this sentence, and that facile is (at least superficially) 

predicated of id, rather than of the action of saying. This state of affairs can be immediately 

explained away by appealing to UTAH: (i) and (ii) are present in (1) because the latter derives 

from (3), where a configuration of the form [VP V° [XP]] (i.e., id dicere) actually occurs, and 

occupies the D-structure position dedicated to subjects of predication (i.e., the left slot of SC).  

3. The DP Subject Requirement. Let us therefore show how (1) and (2) can be derived from 

(3). The SC in (3) constitutes a point of symmetry in the sense of Moro (2000), and is 

therefore unstable: either the left-hand pole “[id dicere]” or the right-hand pole facile must 

escape from SC. In the meanwhile, the EPP must be satisfied by inserting either a pronoun or 

a DP in Spec-TP. Crucially, however, no CP can target this position, in accordance with 

Hartman’s (2012:61-64) DP Subject Requirement: a CP can raise to Spec-TP iff it acquires a 

DP-shell, and this DP-shell is only inserted when CP raises to Spec-TP. Thus, we can raise 

the whole left-hand pole “[id dicere]” to Spec-TP in (3) after endowing dicere with a DP-

shell, so that the EPP will be satisfied and the SC will be salvaged; this derivation yields (2). 

By contrast, when it is the AP facile that escapes SC, it targets the Spec of a higher functional 

head (say, F2°; cf. Hicks 2009:550 for a possible characterization of this head). At this point 

the SC is stable, but the EPP has not yet been satisfied. At least two strategies can be 

exploited in this respect: “[id dicere]” remains in situ within SC, while pro is inserted in Spec-

TP, so that (4) is obtained (we abstract away from the issue of the exact position of est): 

(4) [TP pro [TP T° [ F1° … [FP2 [facile] F2° … [SC [id dicere] <facile>]]]]]. 

Alternatively, while “[id dicere]” remains again within SC, id raises to Spec-TP, inasmuch as 

it now qualifies as the DP closest to T° (recall that “[id dicere]” does not acquire any DP-shell 

when it stays in situ). A locality issue arises here: if id were to move in one fell swoop from 

the position of complement of the V° dicere to the matrix Spec-TP, Relativized Minimality 

would be violated, due to the intervention of the external argument PRO of dicere; moreover, 

if id did not pass through the Spec of the CP associated with dicere before reaching the matrix 

Spec-TP, the PIC would be violated, but if it did actually pass through that position, an 



Improper Movement configuration would take place (Hicks 2009:541, Hartman 2012:84-97). 

Assuming that Latin cannot resort to a complex null operator à la Hicks (2009), the 

intervention of PRO and the presence of the CP-layer of dicere must be circumvented via an 

alternative strategy: we propose that PRO sits in Spec-vP rather than in Spec-TP in this 

language, and that the CP and TP projections associated with dicere are truncated (in the 

sense of Rizzi and Shlonsky 2007:150-151). The status of this truncation operation should be 

considered as equivalent to that of the other two operations used for satisfying the EPP in the 

above-sentences: the addition of a DP-shell to the clausal constituent en route to Spec-TP, 

which applies in (2), and pro-insertion, which applies instead in (4). Each of these three 

operations is a last-resort strategy in the sense of Hartman (2012:62), in that they are only 

available in order to permit the satisfaction of the DP Subject Requirement. After the 

truncation of CP (as well as of TP), only the intervention of PRO hampers the movement of id 

to the matrix Spec-TP. We suggest that a Participle Phrase (PartP) headed by the Part° dict-

us/-a/-um smuggles the direct object id to Spec-VoiceP in (3), much as in Collins’s (2005) 

derivation of passives (cf. Roberts 2014); this yields (5) (we only focus on one segment of the 

string here): 

(5) … [FP2 [facile] F2° … [SC [CP C° [TP T° [VP V° [VoiceP [PartP [id] dictus/a/um] Voice° … 

Notice that the passive form of the infinitive dicere is dici, and does not involve any PartP; 

nevertheless, we argue that the involvement of PartP in the smuggling of id ((5)) is made 

necessary by the truncation of the embedded TP (alongside CP). This truncation creates an 

environment where only some morphologically impoverished forms (more specifically, forms 

lacking temporal, aspectual, and agreement features) can be housed. Now, the perfect 

participle (e.g., dict-us/-a/-um) carries temporal, aspectual and agreement information, but – 

we assume – can be deprived of them, in which case it is transformed into a supine (dict-); by 

contrast, a passive infinitive such as dici bears temporal and aspectual information, but cannot 

be deprived of it (in the sense that there is no form matching the infinitive in Latin that lacks 

this type of information). Accordingly, we consider that PartP, and not the synthetic form dici, 

is used to smuggle id to Spec-VoiceP because this is the only form capable of surviving in the 

truncated embedded clause of (5). In this view, the supine is simply the form assumed by the 

participle in a morphologically impoverished environment such as that in (5). Now, we take 

F2° (in whose specifier facile is hosted) to be realized as an ablative case-ending: this attracts 

the supine dict- (which is a stem), thereby transforming it into dictu. 

4. Latin and Romance. If the embedded verb of Romance TCs, which is formally identical to 

an infinitive (e.g., convincere in It. “Gianni è facile da convincere”), is analyzed as a syntactic 

supine (i.e., as the morphologically impoverished counterpart to a Part° that, moving to Spec-

VoiceP, smuggles its direct object past the external argument PRO), some desirable results 

ensue: the strict local nature of tough-movement in Romance as opposed to English (Rizzi 

1982:25-27; Kayne 1989:257; Giurgea and Soare 2007:129) is now seen as the consequence 

of the nature of PartP-movement, which (contrary to the movement of Hicks’s 2009 complex 

null operator) is known to be unable to cross CP-boundaries. On the other hand, the 

incompatibility of such an embedded verb with negation, clitics and auxiliaries in Romance 

(Dye 2006:666) is due to the syntactic supine lacking a TP layer (see Zanuttini 1994 on the 

incompatibility of morphologically impoverished forms with negation). Under this 

perspective, the preposition introducing the embedded verb in Romance (e.g., da in the 

aforementioned It. example) would not be a complementizer (Cinque 1995, Ch. 6), but the 

phonological realization of a functional head (F°2) that houses the SC predicate in its Spec. 
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